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debate and a flurry of new
investigation into the biology
and biochemistry of lipid droplets.
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When flying in pairs, pigeons with different preferred paths back to the
loft often agree on a joint route, and in doing so get home faster than
either would have done on its own.James L. Gould
We sometimes hear that two
halfwits do not make a whole.
Among pigeons at least, this old
saw may be incorrect. Pigeon
homing is almost always studied
by releasing birds singly some tens
or hundreds of kilometers from
the home loft, and then measuring
a vanishing bearing. A persistent
but little-known problem with this
protocol is that pigeons prefer
to home in the company of other
pigeons, and some will alight in
a tree near the release site and
wait for a colleague to begin the
journey home. For the
experimenter, this can invalidatetwo potential data points, and
most workers come armed with
ways of encouraging the waiting
bird to depart.
The apparent desire not to
home alone reflects a strong social
tendency in pigeons. Sociality
is rare among animals. One of the
selective forces that makes group
living advantageous for pigeons
is predator detection and escape:
the distance at which birds of
prey are spotted increases
dramatically with foraging group
size, and the chance of a predator
successfully taking even a single
bird from a feeding flock plummets
at the same time. This same
preference is seen in flight: birdsreleased in a pigeon race form
up into a group and set off to
their various lofts as a mob with
(at the outset) a single vanishing
bearing.
But the coherent initial flight
of a flock of birds must somehow
be created by individuals whose
vanishing bearings when released
as individuals are spread out over
60 or even 90. Is there a leader,
or some sort of averaging, or just
a simple nearest-neighbor rule
that acts as a kind of behavioral
gravity or glue? Or perhaps some
combination of these alternatives
is at work. This is a question the
answer to which may be relevant
to a variety of behaviors requiring
group coordination.
Previous work by Michener and
Walcott [1], involving low-
resolution air and radio tracking
of birds, showed that pigeons
released at relatively long
distances from the loft often flew
quite indirect routes home, and
would usually find a very different
Dispatch
R921way back on the next occasion.
But once within a few kilometers
of the loft, most birds straightened
up and set a relatively direct course
for home. Using high-resolution
global positioning system (GPS)
tracking, Biro et al. [2] were able
to confirm Michener and Walcott’s
[1] supposition that this end-game
phase is dominated by visual
piloting, and that each bird quickly
develops a unique and relatively
stereotyped local route for the
last 5–10 kilometers. These
routes, however, are rarely
efficient straight lines.
As they report in this issue
of Current Biology, Biro et al. [3]
have now exploited this technique
to examine what happens when
pairs of pigeons with different
individual routes try to balance
their social gravity, route fidelity,
and group dominance in the last
few kilometers (Figure 1). Released
together, the birds might fly
a compromise route, or choose the
favorite of perhaps the dominant
bird, or each go its own way. As it
happens, each of these outcomes
is possible, though compromise
is, alas, not too common. In about
three quarters of the cases, the pair
stays together for the entire
journey, demonstrating a high level
of social gravity. In general, the
pair flies close to the route favored
by the navigationally dominant
bird — not necessarily the pigeon
with the more efficient track. This
reliable hierarchy underscores the
importance of social dominance.
Splitting, a reflection of route
fidelity, can happen early on when
the departure directions from the
release site are wildly different.
Later it seems most likely to occur
when one or more of the birds is
more than half a kilometer from
its preferred route. This is not
inevitable, however: some pigeons
appear very passive in the
presence of navigational
dominants, and put up with
deviations — and very inefficient
deviations at that — of many
kilometers.
Perhaps the most remarkable
observation is that for the 15 pairs
whose preferred routes both lay
to one side of the direct line from
the release site to the loft — the
pigeons for whom averaging could
not improve both birds’ returnFigure 1. Distributed processing on the wing: as reported by Biro et al. [3] in this issue,
pigeons homing in pairs often pick a joint route that gets them both home faster —
even if one bird actually has to fly farther than it would have on its own. (Photo courtesy
of Dora Biro.)times — 24 of the 30 routes were
in fact better; only about 15 should
have been. Closer analysis reveals
that a different kind of ‘averaging’
may be involved: paired birds
flew straighter routes even along
the same paths, spending less
time turning left and right. This
might be a result of a decreasing
need for individual predator
vigilance, or a reduced need to
scan for landmarks, or perhaps
just a kind of behavioral
momentum in the presence
of a conspecific.
This helps explain two consistent
observations in pigeon racing.
The first is that the birds with,
at the end, the highest average
speed home tend to be the ones
that split off from the flock and
head for their particular loft first.
These are probably the social
dominants described by Biro et al.
[3]. This is information pigeon
breeders will find interesting.
Another important variable is
motivation, which is in some sense
a kind of context-dependent
dominance. An old, devastatingly
effective and quite illegal trick in
racing is ‘widowing’: a bird is
allowed to court and begin to pair
with a mate, but is then carried off
to be released with the rest of the
racers. These pigeons eschew
flocks and meanderings; insteadthey set off straight home on
their own, having a higher priority
on their agenda than normal
flocking.
That two misinformed birds
are more efficient than one, even
when they are wrong in the same
way, is a remarkable result. Two
half wits can make somewhat
more than a whole. At the same
time, two dominants are unlikely
to compromise, slowing them
both. Whether this sort of
strategy — forget negotiation, just
do something and see who might
follow — is applicable to social
decisions in species other than
pigeons and humans remains to
be seen.
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